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1. Introduction and Background

1.1  The aim of this White Paper is to describe the use of the Keystar Consultancy Services (KCS) Usability Evaluation methodology for validating the usability of new systems and processes.

1.2  KCS operates in the financial services, utilities, retail and public sectors delivering leading edge business and systems solutions.  Capabilities include strategic business and systems change, rapid systems development and e-commerce applications.

1.3  KCS' mission is to  provide leading-edge quality business and systems  solutions encompassing: 

· Business Change


· Programme / Project Management


· Strategic Systems Planning


· Rapid Systems Development


· Process and System Usability Evaluation.
The KCS skill set currently encompasses:

· Strategic Consultancy 

· Strategic Information Systems Planning

· Programme and Project Management 

· Business Analysis and Requirements Definition

· Product Evaluation and Selection 

· Usability Evaluation 

· Rapid Systems Delivery 

· Workflow and Document Management.
1.4  The background to this White Paper is the vast experience KCS consultants have in conducting usability evaluations for over a decade in both laboratory and field environments.  Systems evaluated cover a wide range of applications and are both internal company systems, systems designed purely for customer use, and internet applications. 

2.  What Exactly is Usability?

2.1 When changing business processes or implementing new technology on a major scale it is essential to look ahead.  A successful future for an organisation is dependent not just on the sophistication of the technology employed, but on how well business processes or technology will be used by the people they are designed for.  Finding out just how well they work for the first time in a working environment can be risky and expensive.

2.2 So is Usability Evaluation just testing?  Well, it is testing of a type, but one that involves people representing a number of different disciplines in the same exercise.  It is also a formal process following a strict methodology.  This ensures that proper controls are used which, in turn to produce valid, quantifiable results. 

2.3 Systems or processes that meet the criteria of good usability have the following characteristics.  From a user point of view, they are: 

· Simple to use;
· Intuitive;
· Friendly;
· Consistent;
· Forgiving;
· Reliable;
· And possibly even fun.
2.4 One of the driving forces that is making companies ensure good usability of new or changing systems is that procurers, consumers and users are now much more demanding in their expectations than ever before.  If, for example, a web site is not responding and behaving in a useful, predictable manner, then the user will simply move on to another.  Usability is now widely considered the most significant single area in bringing new systems successfully to market.  Now more than ever it provides the distinguishing features that determine the choice of whether to purchase or use a particular system rather than another. 

2.5 It is for this reason that building high levels of Usability into systems is vitally important, and in order to be sure that these systems will be truly fit for purpose and operate as expected, some form of Usability Evaluation is required.     

3.  The Usability Evaluation Process

3.1 KCS has two Usability methodologies, Usability Field Assessment and Usability Evaluation.  

3.2 Usability Field Assessment is designed to evaluate processes and systems on a user site, with consultants observing users at work, complemented by series of interviews with users.  This is best scheduled to take place during a pilot or early implementation stage.

3.3 Usability Evaluations take place in a specially prepared, controlled environment, where a number of representative users are observed using processes and systems.  This is monitored either through a one way mirror, or more frequently using a webcam, to record the true effectiveness of the technology and processes used.  The user environment is set up to look as much as possible as the real life environment, and even help lines where appropriate are also provided, to mimic the real situation as much as possible.  Users are given predefined tasks to perform, and whilst these are underway their body language is observed remotely by camera, and any screen activity is fed through to a screen in the observation area.   

A thorough analysis of all that happens is performed at the end of each day, including feedback from user interviews, conducted to gain their immediate views on what they liked, what they didn’t, as well as their overall impressions.

3.4 A typical evaluation will identify between 100 and 200 areas for improvements. This may sound a lot, but experience gained by KCS consultants over a number of years has shown this to be the case.  Even the most seemingly insignificant issues can lead to expensive mistakes.  A usability evaluation can help identify these, so they can be eliminated before roll out.  
3.5 An evaluation usually takes place over a working week, with the environment being prepared the week before, and the final analysis review meeting taking place on a Friday, although this can vary according to the system or process being evaluated.

3.6 Some key points to note when setting objectives for an evaluation are:

· Test the process / system and not the user;

· Design for the user not the developer;

· Test with real users;

· Evaluate tasks not features;

· Only evaluate what you can measure.

4. The Benefits of Usability Evaluation
4.1 Benefits from Usability Evaluation fall into two categories: tangible and intangible.  Most companies that go in for this activity however, do so without a full business case.  They do it because they are keen to contain risk and maximise the effectiveness of major new systems or processes.  Following an evaluation it is usually very easy to see that the costs have been easily outweighed by the benefits.  If a system is not going to live up to expectations it is much better to find out in a safe, controlled environment, than by releasing it on to an unsuspecting world.

4.2 Benefits that have been achieved from Usability Evaluation include:

· More effective business processes;

· Increased user acceptance;

· Better screen navigation;

· Enhanced credibility of the development and implementation teams;

· Better design of the working environment;

· More focussed training and help facilities;

· Easier to use documentation and instructions;

· More effective application screen design.

All of which have led to faster implementation, greater use of new systems, and  improved user satisfaction.

4.3 The timing of running a Usability Evaluation is important.  The earlier it can be conducted, the greater the cost savings can be.  Although it is clear that the cost of making changes to a system after it has been implemented is significantly higher than before rollout, our research shows the actual magnitude of the increased cost.  If a change is made during coding it will around ten times that of making the change during the requirements phase.  If a change is made after implementation the order of cost rises to around one hundred times.  Figure 1, overleaf, illustrates this point, and is based on the experience of KCS consultants.

Figure 1.  The Importance of Early Evaluation






4.4 In summary, usability is a basic business issue.  In order to succeed any process or system must be used; if not it will fail.  Any condition that causes less than fullest possible use degrades the business benefits of having it.

5. Contact KCS

5.1 If you have a business problem you would like to discuss please contact Bruce Spicer at Keystar Consultancy Services at any of the following:

CONTACT:
Bruce Spicer

Email: 
bs@keystar-consultancy.com
Write:
Keystar Consultancy Services Ltd




Abbey House




Grenville Place




Bracknell




RG12 1BP




UK

Telephone:
+44 (0)1344 423996

Fax:

+44 (0)1344 424024
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